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The Etiquette of Self-[mmolation 
by bereftVIGIL 


Summary 


A story about how a kitsune and a samurai fall in love; not for the first time, and not without 
turmoil. 


Notes 


See the end of the work for notes 


YAMATO PROVINCE, 1557 


“You’ve sent the healers away again, old man!” Ryuko’s voice is a knot of misfortune and 
despondency, thrown violent and frantic down the gathering hall. The white knuckled grip 
she has on the shoji quakes, her frame only angles and edges, deep blue eyes accusatory— 
but mostly hurt. It is an unforgiving and unrelenting hurt, a sickly ache that nurses thorn and 
glass for her hollowing chest. She has spent a long time hurt, years and years spent with 
wound to her soul, and still she knows nothing of how to handle it; understands only how to 
transform it into a fiery anger— to direct it elsewhere. 


The figure at the head of the hall is seated, the black haori he dons doing little to hide his 
hunched and frail form. Hair she once remembers as earth and bark greys now, a single eye 
narrowed between a too heavy brow. Despite her aggressive entry, Isshin Matoi does little in 
the means of acknowledging her; entirely focused on the steady fluid strokes of his brush 
across the yellowing scroll for long moments. Eventually he pauses, weedy digits adjusting 
their grip upon brush before he dips it in a well of ink and returns to his scrawling records. 


Ryuko finds frustration rupture sickly in her gut, her mouth parting into a scowl; but before 
she can commit to raising her voice even further he deigns her a response. 


“T did not drag you screaming from the festering pits of poverty and wilderness for you to 
address me with such lack of respect, Ryuko.” Isshin’s voice is not a kind one, like an ill 
tempered volcano it grumbles and quakes, threatening ash and worse. She finds herself 
feeling scolded, straightening some even though his gaze does not settle on her. “Fix the shoj1 
- properly - and be seated if you wish to speak with me.” He adds a moment later, still 
scrawling away at the paper before him. 


Ryuko bites back the irritated huff that sits in her throat, and sharply pulls the shoji back into 
place before sliding it shut behind her with a clatter of noise. She expects him to speak up 
and call her petulant for that, but instead he ignores her and somehow that hurts more. 
Chastised through inaction alone, she drags her feet forward until she finds herself seated in 
one of the many scarlet cushions that line the walls, elbow propped up on knee to hold her 
head. 


It is only then he finally looks up to her, dark brown eye momentarily taking her in before 
snapping away back to his work. She thinks he must loathe this, loathe her; from the way she 
acts to the clothes she dons— a shitty heir, and an even worse daughter; knows this is why he 
must spend so much time away from her. The beauty paint along her eyelids and lips feels 
satirical and Ryuko at once abhors her very nature. 


“Why?” is the only thing that leaves her lips, afraid at once if she speaks more her voice may 
choke or fumble over misdirected anger. 


“They know nothing of what consumes me and merely waste my precious time with inane 
prattling and rituals.” He answers promptly, not bothering to meet her gaze any further. “If I 
wished for my final moments to be uncomfortably caked in paste and ink I would simply lay 
down in the mud and die.” 


That fathomless well of anger surges in her chest again, cog pupiled eyes narrowing as she 
seethes at this impossible man. “They’re trying to help you!” 


Why won’t he listen, she wonders hopelessly. 


“Futile,” he scoffs with a dismissive wave of his hand. The immaculate stroke of his writing 
continues for a beat before he places the brush down, finally leveling that steely and 
impassive gaze on Ryuko. “The truth of the matter is I will die by next winter, most likely 
before then.” 


“Because you’re stubborn and foolish!” The volume of her words pitches until her voice 
cracks, and then the frustration boils over; has the clenched fist below her jaw violently shoot 
out into the ground. Her knuckles settle uncomfortably under her skin but she uses it to urge 
her spiteful thoughts forward, snarl ripping apart her split lips. “Matoi Isshin always thinkin’ 
he knows best!” 


Why does he never listen? 


“Hold your tongue, troublesome child, lest I take it from you!” Ryuko flinches like his words 
hit— flinches like he would ever make good on that threat. There is a moment where they 
both still in the abrupt silence, where Isshin sighs and the long lines of his face ease. 
“Mortality is a lumbering race, you can stall it no easier than you may hold the sun prisoner 
to the sky. My time has always been borrowed, Ryuko, and I will be gracious enough to 
accept it when it is up.” 


Her heart stammers in her chest, the squeeze of her ribs suddenly constrictive. 
“So you’re just givin’ up? After all o’ this you’re just gonna roll over and let it take ya?!” 
Why would he leave her? 


“Enunciate, you were raised in these castle walls and it would do you well to show your 
status for once in your life.” 


A weighted pause arrests them both then, and Ryuko considers taking the bait; considers 
cracking her fist along the floors again and again until her skin cracks rubies as she howls 
with the truth. She was never raised here, not as he sees it. Ryuko’s prosaic youth is filled 
with memories of these halls, of this man, but they only accumulate for a handful of years. 
She recalls more so the time spent outside of these walls, expelled from them like a cursed 
and burdensome child unfit for humanity. 


Isshin sent her out to civilize her, handed her off like a blunt tool to be folded and sharpened 
by samurai and onna-musha alike; dozens and dozens of men and women incapable of 
forging her until Senketsu. 


Heat blazes behind her spindled and cobalt eyes. 


“We do not choose when we go; that is a fact of life,” Isshin continues in spite of her duress, 
perceptive gaze returning to his paper. “You are certainly old enough to come to terms with 


this. You will be the next to lead these people, show me I have not made a grave error in my 
decision.” 


It is too much, she feels inadequate, feels feeble and young. 
She needs her father. 
“T-... You want me to just let ya fuckin’ die?!” 


“Ryuk—!” A terrible wheeze of a cough takes hold of him then, buckles his wizened and 
gaunt frame. Ryuko twitches toward him as though she can help; as though her hands can 
mend and not destroy. “You are dismissed, Ryuko! Ungrateful whelp, you are aggravating not 
only me but my cough as well. Begone until you have settled!” 


“Dad, I-” 

“While I breathe, I am still Daimyo, you will honour my word and listen!” 
Her face steels even as her chest splinters, a practiced bow bending her frame. 
“Yes, Matoi-sama.” 


Ryuko stands and knows better than to look back as she leaves. 


That stilted clench of her rib, the festering ache of her heart, does not lessen as the day slips 
away from her twitching hands. 


Ryuko tries to outrun it at first. She’s good at that she’s coming to realize; good at leaving, 
practiced in the art of flight— but even the cry of her starved lungs cannot hide that needling 
and profound hurt. 


So she broods, crumpled frame huddled atop the high and shingled roof that interlocks along 
the great walls of the city. 


She thinks, spitefully and insincerely, that maybe it will be better without that old and pitiless 
man breathing down her neck; better to have him taken from her than to have him choose to 
never see her as he has time and time again. 


It’s a poisonous thought though, a dark and infecting thing she expels from her with a broken 
sigh from her too fragile chest. Hands press timidly against her tightly squeezed eyes, drying 
the wetness she finds there before looking to the vast sky before her. 


Despite everything, Ryuko still loves him fiercely; unconditionally. 
She wishes she could believe the same of him. 


The climb to her feet is a stumbling thing, legs sore from misuse for hours, but she manages 
it with a steadying inhale. Mindless steps lead her further along that steep wall, attention 


waning to the languid descent of the sun until a commotion steals her focus. 


The gatehouse towers above only a few meters away from where she stands against the 
slanted roofs of the walls, the duo of guards stationed there peering over the edge and 
gesticulating with halbergs. 


Ryuko is more than eager to accept any sort of distraction at this point, and so she springs 
quickly into action; bounding towards the gatehouse with confident leaps before sliding over 
the guard rail and landing smoothly along wood. The guards start at the noise and turn 
aggressively towards her, but one look has them falter. 


“Ryuko-sama!” One of them exclaims, voice a mixture of surprise and warning. 


She waves it away, pressing past both their larger bodies to peer over the guardrails herself 
with too curious eyes. 


Several meters below, on the bridge that cuts over the land, are three mounted horses all 
flying a banner with a familiar kamon of a snake twined within the petals of a red spider lily. 
The crest of the Kiryuins. 


A golden mask meets her gaze from below then, a terrible and horrifying twist to its demonic 
expression. The armour donned is no less imposing, an opulent combination of ivory and 
azure and gold with the emblazoned and etched mimicry of narrowed eyes laid overtop the 
breast of the cuirass. 


Ryuko retreats from the ledge then, turning to the guardsmen that stand at a reluctant 
attention for her. 


“Open the gates,” she demands in a flat tone. 
“But—” Ryuko’s brows furrow and they both yield with a bow. “Yes, Ryuko-sama.” 


The tentative emergence of a crowd appears in the time it takes her to hurriedly scale down 
the walls, curious onlookers loosely huddled on the broad open path that leads from the grand 
and ornamental gate. She worms between the commoners without touching them, silently 
creeping toward her quarry with a twitch to her lips. She thinks to use them as cover in order 
to spy on these visitors new and old, but it isn’t more than a few steps in that the people— 
her people, begin to part automatically around in recognition; her name passing gently from 
hushed mouth to mouth. It is a meek and polite commotion, but nonetheless draws the 
attention of those dauntless arrivals. 


The white mare donned in a simple chainmail, and it’s masked samurai rider turn toward her 
approach. The cool gaze of eyes so similar and yet different to her own raking over her 
briefly— and part of her hopes appreciatively. Despite being gifted audience, Ryuko 
pointedly ignores the attention, diverting her own gaze to two big beautiful brown eyes as her 
lips quirk into a broad smile. 


“Dogen!” she exclaims with excitement, eager hands reaching out to gently cradle the snout 
of that pretty mare. The horse nickers playfully in return, pressing a large nose against her 


calloused palms. Ryuko is entirely certain Dōgen is searching for treats, and feels a sort of 
confirmation as a long tongue greets her fingers with a soft nip. 


A careless laugh tumbles from her mouth, offering a few gentle pats along that pale snout, 
“Sorry girl, this is all I can give ya for now.” 


As if in response Dogen snorts and steps closer, nosing against the fabric of her simple 
kimono to continue a no doubt more thorough investigation for food. Unperturbed, Ryuko 
cradles her head with a level of affection that no doubt looks strange on her, whispering 
conspiratorially into the mare’s ear as her fingers card through that short black mane. 


“Oh, I know, J know. She works you to th’ bone, don’t she?” 
“Dogen does not care to be coddled, Matoi.” 


And there it is, the reaction she’s prodding for; that deep and burning voice so precise and 
imperious, like the kiss of blade against flesh. It’s exciting, but she does her best not to let it 
show that she awaits these visits tenderly. Instead Ryuko furrows her brow playfully, looking 
skyward to that fearsome and twisted golden oni mask still donned, fingers continuing to 
brush along the short hairs of the horse. 


Cobalt eyes meet her, steel as ever but free of any sincere irritation. 


“Not by you anyway, I doubt you’d know how to, Kiryuin.” Ryuko snipes back immediately, 
half tease and half bite to her rough voice. Her lips part into a cocksure smile, an impish 
challenge igniting in her eyes. “She loves me though, ain’t that right, Dogen?” 


Investigation finished and unsated, the mare huffs loudly, pulling her large head free of 
Ryuko’s gentle touch and pointedly away. She curses the timing of it all under a mumbled 
breath and makes note to bring an apple next time, entirely willing to work this angle of Treat 
Wench. 


“Desist in your attempts to undomesticate my war horse,” comes that same voice, haughty 
and authoritative as ever; but Ryuko is certain she can hear the subtle melodious whispers of 
a smirk on those lips this round. 


“Treat ‘er better and maybe she won’t be so tempted by any pretty thing that comes her way,” 
she replies easily, a lazy shrug to her broad shoulders as her gaze filters off to the left. 


That retort does not earn a response and Ryuko internally sulks a little at the absence of their 
routine verbal sparring. She looks to meet that masked gaze once more, only to see the head 
turned away from her; attention diverted. It is then she remembers that they are not alone, 
feels the pointed weight of two pairs of eyes settling on her— though with how her hair 
stands on end, it would be more appropriate to acknowledge they were staring. 


Not one to be cowed, Ryuko simply turns her head to meet their eyes with a narrowed gaze— 
neither bespectacled pair turns bashful and she knows at once even her response is being 
scrutinized by these mysterious companions. 


The taller of the two with chopped sky blue hair is in a uniform Ryuko admittedly recognizes 
immediately as something akin to the shinobi. A dark and weaving cloth covers him from toe 
to nose, small and simple layers of metal sheets acting as guards for his shoulders. His waist 
is cinched together by corded string with more of that armor, thigh guards reminiscent of a 
samurai’s and dyed a dark teal— the same hue that is sewn into a macabre smile across the 
fabric that covers his mouth. Those emerald eyes hold a certain kind of morbid curiosity and 
cruelty, and Ryuko finds herself subtly bristling in response. 


The other of the duo is shorter by a head with long flowing golden hair adorned with a tate- 
eboshi. He is armourless unlike his compatriot, donned only in white robes and black 
patterned hakama. His arms, shoulders, and chest all burden the twist of dozens of pure white 
prayer beads. One hand cradles the length of a golden staff adorned in symbols and totems 
Ryuko knows belong to some kind of clergy, but not which specifically, while the other idles 
along an open fan. The narrow of his amber eyes behind those wide lenses is no less 
calculating, but his mouth is entirely impassive. 


Surprisingly, neither man looks much more than a few years older than herself, their youth 
marking them somewhere around their early twenties. 


The tense stare they find themselves in shatters as the sound of movement echoes from her 
periphery and she turns just in time to see that ivory and azure samurai dismount. It is a 
graceful thing in spite of the adorned metal and chain, and in the next breath the crested and 
horned helmet alongside that ugly mask are removed. 


A sharp pale face both handsome and elegant greets her, long flowing hair wrapped in a thick 
top knot that only has the clean edge of bangs free. Thick and full eyebrows furrow beneath 
the line of hair, soft lips countered by the severe frown that cuts across that mouth. Those 
dangerous eyes meet Ryuko’s for a heartbeat, before that high held chin is gesturing back to 
her companions. 


“These two are my retainers,” the samurai announces for Ryuko’s sake, and the two men 
straighten in acknowledgement before joining their lord on the ground. “Inumuta Hoka.” She 
gestures to the shinobi who salutes his master with a bend of his arm at the elbow, firm fist 
hovering in front of his heart. “As well as Iori Shiro.” The priest mimics the same gesture as 
the shinobi, somehow just as disciplined as the mercenary to his right. 


“Koichiro-sama,” they acknowledge simultaneously in reverent tones. 


Ryuko’s tongue itches with questions, but before she can commit to directing any of them 
into speech a white and clawed gauntlet lands roughly on her shoulder. 


“Oi,” she says in a mockery of offense as those slender digits grip tighter, looking at the 
offending touch and it’s owner. 


Satsuki however, pays her no mind, and Ryuko notices the twitch of humor along her 
otherwise impassive mouth. She thinks it’s at her expense, but that keen gaze remains 
cemented on her retainers as she continues her introductions. 


“And this is my betrothed, Matoi Ryuko.” 


At once the expressions in those eyes so intent on glaring at her stiffen and twitch with 
dozens of unreadable emotions, their perfect posture shattering some with surprise. The men 
curiously meet each other’s bewildered gazes, conversing in a single long look, before 
turning back toward her. The scrutiny returns ten fold, but the cruelty is replaced entirely 
with unbridled sparks of interest. It is no less obnoxious, but significantly less threatening. 


“Ryuko-sama,” they finally greet her with the same gesture they had offered Satsuki. 


Ryuko idly itches at her chin in a combination of discomfort and embarrassment, breaking 
the extended stare with a huff. “Yea, ‘bout the formalities; drop ‘em.” 


They look reluctant to agree, and when Ryuko turns her head to meet Satsuki’s gaze she 
realizes why: displeasure radiates off the taller woman in an encroaching and thick miasma, a 
deep line forming between her brows with an irritated twitch to her upper lip. 


Sometimes Ryuko forgets how traditional and solemn Satsuki is. She blames the misstep on 
Satsuki’s own actions, the unconventional choices of a woman to disguise herself as a 
samurai and take a wife— with the way she stares at her sometimes, and Ryuko does catch it. 


Instead of yielding to the silent glare Ryuko switches tactics instead, diverting the simmering 
woman’s attention. 


“You didn’t tell “em?” She asks of the men’s ignorance with a quirked brow, the curve of her 
lips just wide enough to bare the sharp edge of canines in an impolite way. “You ashamed of 
me or somethin’?” 


“Abundantly.” Comes the instant reply, the sharp edge to Satsuki’s eyes slightly faltering for 
a moment to soften the blow, and Ryuko can’t help but wonder when it is she became so 
adept at reading the minor tells to her face— wonders when it is she started really looking. 
“You dress like a merchant’s third son.” 


A bark of a laugh frees itself from Ryuko’s chest, that leering smile growing into a crooked 
grin as a soft heat begins to warm her face. She goes to nudge Satsuki’s side playfully, but 
finds herself stopped as the squeeze of the hand on her shoulder tenses four degrees toward 
pain. It is an actively successful deterrent, for now. 


“Guess that makes us both crossdressers, eh?” Ryuko whispers slyly, eyes playfully rolling 
over the masculine cut of her frame in that slim armour. 


Satsuki mirrors the peering look languidly, only stopping at her feet to flick her probing eyes 
back up to meet her awaiting gaze. There’s a twitch to that frowning face that could almost be 
misconstrued as the beginnings of a smirk, but Ryuko tries not to stare too long at her mouth 
for a multitude of reasons, especially as the steady beat of her chest suddenly stammers 
erratically. 


“It’s a shame only one of us looks good while doing it.” Is the quick and snide response she 
receives, and admittedly expects. 


Ryuko wonders then if this strange game of verbal barrage and thinly veiled insults counts as 
flirting, considers if that is why her heart squeezes uncomfortably between the bridge of her 
ribs. It almost feels like it, but would Satsuki see it as such? 


Could Satsuki see her in such a light? 
Ryuko considers that train of thought for a long moment, eyes flickering away briefly. 


Did she want Satsuki to flirt with her? She could, at least in the safety of her mind, admit the 
answer to that was a resounding yes; admit it is something she has craved for months now. 
She yearns for it more than she can put into words, curiously desires this stoic woman in a 
way she has never experienced before with anyone. It is a strange revelation to have 
considering their first meeting, the entirely cold and hostile approach and stilted dialogue that 
spawned their beginnings. 


It was a mild hate that they nursed for each other, a resentful acceptance to the tied fates they 
found themselves tightly wrapped in. Satsuki admittedly managed it with more grace than 
herself— managed being humbled with little to no noise. Ryuko, of course, handled it the 
way she handled anything: aggressively and physically. She complained and snarled, fought 
and goaded until finally it snapped— they snapped. By the end of the day they both had 
earned more than their fair share of bruises, and Ryuko had stumbled upon Koichiro’s secret: 
Satsuki s secret. 


She could have ruined it all then, destroyed the forced arrangement and taken away some of 
the weight to the Kiryuin name with the same blow. She didn’t, and perhaps in that action and 
their fists something like respect bloomed. Satsuki's severe disposition began to soften by 
small degrees, and their meetings became more and more frequent. Sometimes they would 
say nothing, sometimes they let their fists and swords speak for them, other times they would 
say too much. Perhaps never any words of endearment, but affection bloomed in spite of it. 


At least for Ryuko. 


She thinks of Satsuki as a friend and companion now, oftentimes a confident and even more, 
but even though she has grown more proficient in reading the little quirks of the other 
woman, her standing in those stoney cobalt eyes is forever a mystery. 


To make things even more humiliating for herself, she was entirely uncertain if Satsuki even 
liked women in such a way; and Ryuko certainly wasn’t winning any awards for femininity. 


She decides then, with an abrupt and brash sense of clarity, that she needs to know 
consequences be damned. Ryuko’s eyes sharpen as she looks back to Satsuki, a string of 
loaded words coming swiftly together in her mind as a means of bait. 


“TIl be sure to put on a yukata next time you visit then,” a tongue flicks out to quickly wet 
her suddenly dry lips, a tightness to her throat that demands she stop. She tries to keep up her 
veneer of playfulness regardless, holding tight to the cocky grin that splits her face; but she 
knows it must falter some as her stomach twists and her words come out low and rasped, a 
secret to be traded between them. “That way you can have fun undressin’ me with more than 
yer eyes.” 


For the second time in mere moments, there is no immediate response. 


Satsuki’s eyes reflect nothing for a long beat, and Ryuko knows at once she has done wrong 
— registers that this aloof woman only allows glimpses into her thoughts when and if she 
decides. She does no such thing this time, and Ryuko flounders for a hint of anything before 
those keen eyes turn penetrating. She realizes then that Satsuki is the one reading her— no 
doubt calculating the sincerity of her stumbling words. The tightness of throat returns tenfold 
and suffocates, a desperate need to deflect spawning in her thundering chest as the touch 
upon her shoulder begins to burn shamefully. 


“I meant-” 
“Kiryuin Koichiro.” 


Ryuko visibly starts at the sound of her father’s gravelly voice, instinctively finding herself a 
few steps away from that burning touch within the time of one frantic heartbeat. She feels 
almost dizzy with embarrassment, feels a flush beginning to burn from cheek to cheek and 
fears the looks she must be receiving for her strange actions. It is funny then, when she 
glances towards both her father and Satsuki that neither of them seem to be paying her any 
mind. Funny at first, and then she feels frustrated with the shame that gnaws at her from the 
well of her gut. She hides the grimace that threatens to crack along her mouth with a sharp 
frown, brows shifting low on her face. Flight whispers for her to disappear within the crowd, 
but the gathering has already dispersed; replaced by the wide frame of her father and a few 
guards. 


“Matoi Isshin-dono.” Satsuki’s voice rings with a muted respect, even if the commanding 
stance of her frame does not lessen in any noticeable way. 


“What brings you, and what appears to be one of the Koga and Onmy6ji to my home?” Isshin 
asks without preamble, his sole eye unwelcoming. 


“My reasons for being here remain as they always are: to visit my betrothed.” Ryuko can feel 
Satsuki’s gaze settle on her with the announcement, but she refuses to meet those eyes, still 
soothing a sickly combination of vulnerability and aggrievedness that sits in the pit of her 
stomach. The samurai makes no further attempts to gauge her after that one, and Ryuko’s 
chest burns. “I have brought a pair of my retainers in reaction to the reports of your illness.” 


“Reports?” There is a pointed irritation that carries in his voice, wisened gaze sharpening. 
“And what do these reports say?” 


“The ailment you carry goes beyond simple sickness and requires special treatment most 
medical practitioners are unaware of.” Satsuki responds with ease, and Ryuko suddenly 
tenses in comprehension— why no aid brings lasting relief, why the symptoms are wild and 
uncontrollable, why her father merely accepts it all. 


It is a curse. 


“And you think I will submit myself to you and your compatriots' testings?” The accusation 
in his voice is not subtle, and Ryuko stops herself from interjecting to watch this play out. 


“Tt is an offer, Matoi-dono. I would not force it upon you.” 
“Hmph, and what opinion does Kiryuin Ragyo hold for your appearance here?” 


Satsuki pauses at that line of inquiry, and for a fleeting moment looks decades younger before 
it is swallowed whole by the scowl that ruptures her pretty face. “Mother is unaware of my 
whereabouts currently,” she replies in a measured and dangerous tone. 


Isshin barks a cruel laugh, tapping the cane he holds against the cold stone beneath him. “A 
runaway Kiryuin heir.” 


“T have not, nor would I ever, commit such a dishonourable act as to flee.” The chill that 
seeps into her voice then is raw and biting, a warning that goes unheeded. 


“What of patricide?” 


Ryuko thinks then, this is the moment when Satsuki’s well of patience will come up dry and 
that frozen tone will ignite with horrible plumes of flame— but that moment never comes, 
rather the woman only tilts her head up higher, unwilling to debase herself. 


“You speak out of line,” is all she says and Ryuko wishes at once she had half her restraint 
and discipline. 


“Then forgive this old man’s musings, but I am quite aware of what it is you have to gain.” 
The words are an ugly truth they usually do not touch upon, but for today Isshin does not 
level any pointless niceties; let’s everyone be aware of his standings on these matters. “I will 
consider your offer, Kiryuin Koichiro. In the meantime I will have my servants prepare your 
regular room, and another for your practitioners.” 


“T would be grateful.” 


“We will continue this discussion tonight.” Isshin levels his glare toward Ryuko next, the 
edge of it softening when she meets it. “Ryuko, I will leave our guests' care in your hands.” 


“Understood, father.” Ryuko answers tonelessly, tension still eating at her muscles as the 
scene begins to dissolve peacefully; Isshin’s steady if hobbled steps taking him and his guard 
back toward the palace. 


She is not one for politics, nor of history, but she can understand why her father acts the way 
he does when it comes to Satsuki. Even she, admittedly ignorant of most intricacies involving 
the grand and warring landscape of Japan, is aware of the weight the Kiryuin clan carries: 
fearsome megalomaniacs more than willing to dirty their hands for their causes, pragmatic 
and cold warriors akin more to drones than people. Coupled with the power and reputation 
that derives from sharing blood with the Imperial Family, they were a force of nature itself; 
all but untouchable. 


These qualities are not foreign to Satsuki herself either, the stories left in the wake of the 
terrible demon samurai called Koichiro only further aiding in painting the Kiryuin name a 
bloody hue. They were conquerors and dictators; they did not offer aid or respite. 


Ryuko wonders then, why Satsuki had offered peace between their clans; proposed a 
marriage between herself and the heir of a smaller family when she was so adept and entirely 
built for domination. 


“Ryuko.” Her wandering attention is stolen by that humorless tone, gaze finally shifting away 
from where her father last stood to the woman near her but not close, not standing as they 
were before. She notices then the absence of both retainers and the trio of horses, feels her 
mouth quirk into a confusion Satsuki swiftly dismisses. “They are on strict orders to hitch our 
steeds and await my return in their designated room.” 


Nerves flare to life once more, has her arms cross tightly over her chest lest her idle hands act 
unprompted. “Ah, so... just the two o° us then?” Her thoughts swirl around that rebuffed 
innuendo, narrowed eyes flicking between the keen pair only a few feet away. 


Satsuki’s head bows some in agreement. “Unless I have overstayed my welcome,” she offers 
easily after, entirely conscientious of her earlier actions. 


Ryuko shakes her head, unable to grasp how it is that this woman is somehow both Kiryuin 
Koichiro and Satsuki. Though, she muses with a tilt of her head, it could all be an act of sorts 
— a guise with the intention of manipulating her, a lie for her to fall for. 


Or maybe not fall for— or well, maybe exactly that. 


“No, not yet at least.” Ryuko’s voice is two toned with uncertainty and defensiveness, her 
frame buckled in a way she hopes comes off as a warning. 


“T am at the mercy of a woman’s fickle whims then, I suppose.” Satsuki manages in a 
mockingly masculine voice, gauntlet coming to rest on her daisho as she makes to walk. 


Ryuko quickly moves after her, slightly perturbed at the idea of being led, but wholly 
unwilling to let the woman wander alone or let her have the last word. The distance between 
them closes as she jabs a finger at her companion, mouth pulled into a slight frown. 


“Might I remind ya, you’re the one who keeps comin’ back.” 


Satsuki looks at the finger for one long moment, and then back up to Ryuko’s face. Her eyes 
shine with a wealth of emotional intelligence she conceals more often than not, and Ryuko 
knows at once what she means to say without words: to see you. She reels for a moment, 
stunned by the momentary honesty in those usually hostile eyes. 


Satsuki uses this distraction to continue her easy stride, lithe legs leading her toward the heart 
of the city. Ryuko quickly matches that languid gait, staring at Satsuki out of the corner of her 
eyes. There’s a foreign tension to that handsome face that sits on the surface she wishes to 
unveil, but rather she digs for more of that honest look; more of that guileless truth. 


Looks for the answers she needs to hear. 


“Y’ know,” Ryuko’s tumbling voice begins leisurely, eyes flicking around the passing walls 
and buildings. “With all these visits the people might start talkin’, Kiryuin.” 


The prompt works, and she immediately feels Satsuki’s solid gaze on her turned face. She 
doesn’t shift to meet those eyes even though she can sense that Satsuki is waiting for her to 
do so, and eventually the woman yields, that look still resting along the curve of a turned 
cheek. 


“Hm, and what might the people say, Matoi?” The guarded tone to her voice is telling, but 
Ryuko does not let it deter her, stepping a little closer to her companion. 


“That this is more than some political marriage, that Kiryuin Koichiro— that you might love 
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me. 


Their eyes meet for a fleeting moment, and Ryuko catches a morose echo of confusion in 
Satsuki’s face before those eyes are shifting pointedly away. 


“It is good then, that I care not for the feeble thoughts of commoners nor impressionable pigs 
incapable of differentiating between duty and love.” That voice comes out entirely monotone 
and deliberate, the words dipped in a poisonous scorn. 


Ryuko’s eyes twist away sharply, the pace of her feet stumbling. There’s a sudden ache in her 
chest as the words settle over her, a pang she distracts herself from by pinching her lip 
between teeth, letting the bite of her nails mark pretty crescents into her palms. 


Fight and flight war thickly within her until she finally stops, a frustrated growl threatening to 
unravel in her throat as Satsuki turns to look at her. That sullen uncertainty is refreshed in 
those cool eyes, a fragile defensiveness already weaving over Satsuki’s sharp frame. 


Duty and Love. 
“Are they so different?” Ryuko asks pointedly, meekly. 


Another wave of silence engulfs them then, a long frozen moment in which neither of them 
look away. Ryuko can see the flicker of comprehension dawn behind those steely eyes, and 
her fingers twitch with the need to move closer; to explain herself further, to act, to do 
anything in this dire moment. She holds back though, watches as those carefully guarded 
eyes take her in with new light; watches as that frowning mouth twists open before shutting 
quickly. 


When Satsuki finally does speak, it’s a pointed deflection in an empty tone, “How have you 
been, Ryuko?” 


A blistering frustration threatens to have her cave, warmth flooding from nape to cheek until 
it begins to lick at the back of her eyes. Ryuko twitches bodily, her face a myriad of emotions 
before finally splitting in two with the scowl that rips across her mouth. For a long moment 
nothing looks more appealing to her than to lash out, to scream like a petulant child not 
getting their way and stomp away— a feeling that only grows at the mockery of placid 
interest that Satsuki wears for an expression. 


A warrior etched in duality— a capricious woman Ryuko may never come to understand. 


And then that moment passes and at once she feels empty and hollowed out of everything; 
tired in a cumbersome way. 


Her shoulders go lax, the white knuckled grip of her hands slackening until she feels 
insignificant and pathetic. In hindsight it makes sense, why would Satsuki be interested in 
her, but it does little to mute the needling hurt that chips between her ribs. 


What do you care, 1s what she wants to hiss back at once; bitter and broken, but even that 
requires an energy she can’t quite reach. For a moment, instead all she does is sigh; winded 
and long as her eyes fall to the stone path beneath her feet. 


“T don’t know. Senketsu hasn’t sent word and it’s been months. Kinagase has been puttin’ off 
training me since the engagement announcement. Oh, and my dad’s dying.” It comes out 
more bitter than she intends, but she allows herself these emotions with how life has treated 
her recently. “A lot’s changin’, and quicker than Pd like. It’s fuckin’ shitty,” she ends lamely, 
a half hearted shrug shifting her broad shoulders. 


Satsuki’s eyes narrow in thought for a breath, and then she simply says, “I apologize.” 


Ryuko thinks she means it for more than the surface level problems, but it is hard to tell; 
always hard to tell when it comes to this other woman. 


For a moment she had thought, maybe... 
“Whatever.” She manages between gritted teeth with a voice still sharp with rejection. 


Her legs begin to carry her away, twist free of the momentary spell that had her so entrenched 
moments before. She doesn’t start at the sound of trailing movement behind her, knowing 
instinctively that Satsuki will follow after her— and honestly it only confuses her further, 
figures Satsuki may always confuse her. 


The moments of silence stretch on, enduring and eerie, only her echoed footsteps ringing 
between them as Ryuko stalks forward. Her mind swirls and throbs, replaying the events of 
the prior months over and over. 


She wishes for Senketsu’s presence with a sudden ferocity she feels burn in her chest. His 
clumsy attempts for conversation, those dutiful starts at awkward humor to make her laugh; 
even the irritating prodding to make sure she is safe and eats well. Yearns to have someone 
she can trust wholly and intimately, someone unwilling to abandon her: so few and far 
between those people were for her. 


What a lonely thing she is. 


Ryuko’s steps slow some, allowing the unnerving lines of Satsuki’s frame to take shape in her 
periphery. For her part, Satsuki does not acknowledge the evaporating distance outside of a 
blank glance her way. Gone are any hints that sat on the surface of her face, replaced entirely 
by a mask of stoicism Ryuko recognizes from their earlier meetings. 


Duty. 


“Do you think they’ Il be able to help him?” she manages past the lump in her throat, eyes 
peering toward the palace. Her hands turn to fists again, a feeling she knows intimately as 
helplessness sinking into her chest. 


Satsuki gathers the context quickly, the low and keen roll of her voice almost comforting, 
“Inumuta and Iori are devoted and diligent men, and two of the few I can trust in regards to 
the more intimate handling of this.” She pauses for a breath she doesn’t need, continuing in 
an unaffected tone. “I can’t guarantee a cure, but if your father will have my ear I am certain 
we will be able to find a source.” 


“Oh,” is all Ryuko can manage with her tongue heavy as it is. 
She blinks hard. 
What a shitty day. 


“I do not wish to make a promise I cannot keep, Ryuko.” The way her lips carefully wrap 
around those words, around the syllables of her name, the dim glaze over her eyes; it’s 
another loaded statement. 


Suddenly Ryuko’s resentment returns to her in immense waves, a sickly boil to her stomach. 


“Just—” She cuts herself off before she can finish, uncertain if there was ever an end to that 
tumbling sentence or if she intended to talk herself empty and broken. 


A trembling breath slips between her pouting lips, the furrow of her brow somehow 
deepening. Her pace increases by degrees, the desperate urge to run and move and fight and 
struggle— 


“How’d you handle losin’ your dad?” she asks at once. 


“Crudely. Spitefully.” Satsuki admits after a long time, easily keeping stride with Ryuko’s 
frantic and directionless pace. “Father had taught me the importance of adapting young, and 
still I was unprepared.” There’s a venom in her tone that’s new, a brittleness to her voice that 
sounds like shattered glass and draws her attention fully. Ryuko has heard her wrathful, has 
heard her wracked with fury and thick with violence; this is a new beast altogether. It is 
loathing in the truest sense of the word, and strangely enough it seems directed inward; and 
then it is gone in the next beat. “However, Matoi Isshin still breathes; you have not lost him 
yet.” 


Ryuko stares for a moment at the harsh planes that make up Satsuki’s glowering expression, 
tries to piece together what it is that brief foray into her psyche meant. 


“He’s already given up.” Ryuko replies both wounded and frustrated. “Soon he’s gonna make 
me go to Mount Omine, test my worth as the future daimyo. Me, as head of the clan, me as 
daimyo.” 


It is a daunting task to think of, somehow made worse by admission with words. She is 
clueless what trials await her at the foot of that mountain, what beast she must slay or 


obstacle she must overcome. Both her father and Senketsu never give her a straightforward 
answer, only that there will be three tests that will challenge her mind, body, and spirit. If she 
survives, she will return as the true heir to the Matoi Clan and her father will at once step 
down. 


Somehow, of it all, that is the part that she fears the most: leading. 


Ryuko is capable of feats that put most warriors to shame, possesses a wealth of skills and 
strengths that put her on par with even samurai. What she is lacking however, is the ability to 
think things through; to lead and inspire. 


What kind of daimyo can she make, irascible and youthfully impatient as she is? 
“Tf that is to be your fate then I am certain you will do fine,” Satsuki states simply. 


Ryuko balks at the idea of this misdelivered confidence, eyebrows disappearing beneath her 
messy bangs. She doesn’t manage to keep the astonishment out of her voice, pitched in a way 
that grates at her own ears, “How?” 


“Delegate.” 
And of course Satsuki would think it so simple. 


“An’ how do I do that?” Bewilderment twists at her rising pitch, ignorance bleeding off of 
her. 


“Hm, I suppose it is good your future husband has experience in such practices then, no?” 


Satsuki’s cool gaze meets hers then, and Ryuko cannot ignore the spark of humour that swims 
in those deep blue eyes. A joke, or at least an attempt to lighten the mood. 


It isn’t appreciated. 


Ryuko scoffs, eyes rolling as she glares at a nearby wall. “I think he might be usin’ me for 
power.” Somehow the words are half truth half lie, a twisting knot of uncertainty and distrust. 


“He has more than enough of that, Matoi.” There’s a hint of betrayal in that somber voice, but 
Ryuko doesn’t give into it; feels the itch of frustration as she thinks of their stilted and one 
sided interactions. 


Her glare is back on Satsuki in the next heartbeat, the gaze that meets her once more walled 
and sectioned— unreadable. 


“Then what could he possibly want from me, Koichiro?” 


“The purpose of this marriage is to ensure peace between our clans; to prevent a great war 
that would divide the east and west of Japan with innumerable losses.” Practiced and recited, 
deep voice devoid of everything— and pointedly deflecting once more. 


“That ain’t what I asked and we both know it,” she hisses back. 


Satsuki has the audacity to look irate then, her lip twitching with the beginnings of a snarl 
that would better suit Ryuko’s face. When she speaks it is fire, smouldering and spiraling; a 
threat demanding to be uncontested. 


“Then what do you want of me, Ryuko?” 
Ryuko thinks she might strangle Satsuki. 
Ryuko then thinks that ain’t a half bad thought, actually. 


“Fuckin’ forget about it. Let’s fight, I ain’t had a half-decent sparring partner in forever. This 
wedding’s a couple months off and still somehow fuckin’ with everything.” 


“Fine.” 


Ryuko has to bite her tongue so she doesn’t mockingly mirror that irritated statement with her 
own pettiness. Instead she focuses on navigating them through the city’s extended and 
wrapping walls, each of her heavy steps leading them deeping into this familiar maze before 
stopping in front of a structure on the upper levels near the palace, front facing wall made 
entirely of shoji. 


A dojo for kenjutsu. 


She tears a shoji open at random and enters with the grace of a drunken elephant, the sandals 
she dons kicked off unceremoniously as her narrowed eyes quickly examine the open space. 


The ceiling stretches in great leaps above her, simple paneled walls interspaced by thick 
pillars of wood with floors covered in tatami matts. There are a few paintings proudly 
displayed by a square dias for mediation, and several walls are lined with simple shelves for 
weapons and mounts for more traditional and ceremonial armour. 


It is thankfully devoid of any people, not that she is above abusing her powers to forcibly 
excuse everyone. 


She glances back in time to watch Satsuki slide the shoji behind herself, movements still 
polite despite the multiple layers of vexation she visibly shoulders. 


Their burning gazes lock for one gruelling moment, and then Ryuko’s eyes are lowering 
toward the armour that still covers Satsuki in sheer edges and sharper points. This time she 
doesn’t bite back the annoyed growl that spawns in her throat, aggressive steps leading her 
toward the taller woman. Satsuki doesn’t bow to her primitive posturing, that sharp chin 
upturned as Ryuko looks up at her. 


Those condescending eyes have a warring of emotions springing in her chest, entirely 
opposites and yet all burdening that wicked and sultry heat that tempts her already meager 
impulse control. Her hand moves without interception, knuckles rapping along the strange 
eye pattern that sits above the breast of that cuirass. 


“You're not cheating with any of this. When I hit you I want you to feel it.” Ryuko demands 
with an honesty to her voice she’s recently neglected. 


“Charming.” Is the dry response she earns, and Ryuko only rolls her eyes. 


Impatience flares at Satsuki’s inaction, and before she can stop herself her fingers are sliding 
against the cool bite of metal; slipping between flank and arm for the latch that lies there. She 
catches something defensive swirling in Satsuki’s disquieted gaze as that latch undoes, but 
surprisingly she makes no further action to dissuade Ryuko from her motions. 


“I am more than capable of doing this myself.” 


A cruel bark of a laugh has Ryuko’s mouth twitching into a toothy and sharp grin, eyes 
briefly flicking away from her work— flicking toward frowning lips before settling more 
comfortably on dark cobalt eyes. 


“I would sure fuckin’ hope so.” 
“Must you be so crass,” Satsuki muses dryly. 
“Ain’t like I’m in the presence of no lady,” Ryuko bites back. 


The silence settles heavier as Ryuko returns to her work, nimble fingers roughly pulling the 
second latch along her flank free. She can feel Satsuki’s penetrating eyes on her as she works, 
and heat itches along her nape in a mix of embarrassment and... she isn’t sure, isn’t sure she 
wants to be sure. Her stomach knots and she focuses on her hands instead, shifts them 
skyward to those svelte shoulders to remove the final latches and knots. Ivory and azure 
emblazoned cuirass sags then, slim and knitted plates of metal settling loosely before Ryuko 
catches it and peels it off of the taller woman. 


Ryuko glances back at Satsuki's face, and feels the heat of her nape curl around to her cheeks 
as those dark eyes stare down at her with something almost dangerous. The weight in that 
gaze is almost oppressive, making her feel both defensive and pilant in equal turns. 


Flustered, and not entirely sure why, she grumbles lowly but clearly, “Oi, quit lookin’ at me 
like that. I ain’t gonna break it.” 


She’s not sure if that is the reason why Satsuki gives her that indistinct stare, but makes good 
on her word not to dent her stupid fancy samurai armour as she places it on the ground. The 
action still has Satsuki’s lip curling with muted ire, but she remains resolutely quiet and 
infinitely patient. 


Admittedly, it’s awkward and she wonders if that is why Satsuki keeps those eyes on her. To 
make her feel like this, off-kilter and clumsy and pink all over— to make her heart flutter and 
her hands tremble. 


Still, she has never been one to surrender to a challenge, returning to the knots that crisscross 
her chest and keep her shoulder guards and gauntlets in place. She becomes aware of 
Satsuki’s breathing then, as her fingers accidentally brush along the thin and loosely fitted 
white kimono. Each inhale and exhale is a steady and unfaltering thing, subtle and rhythmic, 
and Ryuko tells herself to stop fixating because fixating will make her do regrettable things— 
because fixating is what got her in this situation to begin with. 


The deft twist of her fingers grows sloppy as she impatiently rushes through the remaining 
knots, helping to push those gauntlets down from the shoulders in a bout of ignorance. It has 
the desired effect of freeing that sleek armour from shoulders and biceps, long pale fingers 
curling in the air. It also has a decidedly unplanned effect as Ryuko’s digits accidentally hook 
on fabric and that loose top peels open. 


Ryuko stares for a moment, taking in the revealed skin and criss-cross of bandages that wrap 
below those sharp collarbones and stubbornly flattens the curve of her bust. 


“That’s how you do it,” she muses more to herself but catches Satsuki’s attention all the 
same. 


A stifled and uncomfortable laugh peels between Ryuko’s lips, finger itching at her chin as 
her cheeks threaten to flame a deep red. She isn’t sure where she should leave her eyes, 
flicking between that tempting elegant neck and the gentle swell of breasts, lower still to the 
peek of toned abdominals. 


Something sharp catches in her dry throat, voice rasped and stumbling, “I always thought you 
had s-small uhh... breasts.” She gestures to the binding cloth before her, the twitchy gesture 
she intends to be disarming unconsciously slipping against the edge of tape and along heated 
and smooth flesh. 


That fleeting touch does not go ignored; Satsuki’s entire frame flinches and stiffens in a way 
that has Ryuko’s hands tightly back at her sides and in tight little fists. She goes to apologize, 
tearing her wide eyes away from that layered and wrapped chest to once more meet the harsh 
planes of Satsuki’s face and those too deep eyes, but something in that gaze stops her. It is a 
look of nervousness, or at least that is what Ryuko would deem it if it was anyone but Satsuki 
of all people currently displaying it. 


And then Satsuki’s speaking, a twitch to her voice that’s as foreign as that look, “No, my 
breasts are larger than yours.” 


Both of them freeze at the hurried and heedless response, a duo of blue eyes flashing through 
dozens and dozens more of emotions Ryuko is certain man has yet to chart. The flush of her 
cheeks completely matches that wayward strand of red in her hair, and for once in her life she 
feels rendered entirely silent, jaw hanging loosely. 


Satsuki, for her part, looks something like graceless for the first time since Ryuko has met 
her— as though just now registering the words that have left her lips. 


A mistake? Satsuki fumbling? 


Ryuko forgets to be upset, pulse frantic with the implications that Satsuki has in fact looked 
at her breasts, has even gone so far as to compare them. 


Prove it, is the dangerous response that settles sharply in her tight throat, warmth blooming in 
her chest as antagonism and not-so-platonic feelings make home of her. Show me show me 
show me— she begs and bites in the echo of her own mind; a fevered desperation at once 


igniting in her gut as she takes in the whisper of pink briefly flaring across those sharp and 
pale cheeks. 


It is through a force of will she isn’t sure belongs to her that she stops, meekly thanking 
whatever God it is that is currently looking out for her and abruptly stopping her from 
making a mistake. Ryuko is hyper aware that if she pushes too hard, forces Satsuki to react, it 
is certain to be a skittish thing at best, or something defensive and malicious. Instead she 
merely draws a stuttering breath, leveling an inquisitive and knowing look towards that 
shifting gaze. She watches a violent wave of emotions cascade and thrash in those blue eyes 
before they solidify and return to a cold and recognizable steel. 


“It is hard not to notice with your choice of clothing. Ill-fitting menswear does little in the 
way of female modesty," she explains promptly, tone an unaffected and distant thing. 


Ryuko rolls her eyes harshly, waving her hand dismissively as her blush settles some. "Yea, 
yea, whatever, Kiryuin.” 


She doesn’t believe it for a second, a challenge kindling in the vivid blue of her eyes. The 
step she takes forward is mechanical and unhurried, pointed in a way that has Satsuki’s eyes 
narrow— but she doesn’t retreat, and Ryuko isn’t sure if that’s a good or bad thing. 


The distance between them threatens to disappear with each tempered inhale of air, but 
neither’s eyes slink away; they remain entirely fixated on the opposing pair as heartbeats turn 
to seconds, and seconds to minutes. 


Ryuko is the one to break the stillness; succinctly shatter it as her hands settle on the knot that 
holds up Satsuki’s white and blue thigh guards. One of the two knots that keep that kimono 
from falling entirely open. 


“Ryuko,” her voice is softer now, low and boiling but still edged with too frigid a warning. 


Ryuko ignores it, ever a victim to her id, letting her calloused fingers press past the tied sash 
and slip underneath it; to have those venturing digits glide along the flex of Satsuki’s ridged 
and warm stomach as it flutters and twitches under her touch. The intoxicating sensation only 
lasts a breath before Ryuko’s hands are left dangling in the cool air and Satsuki has retreated 
two brief steps backwards. 


There’s an outrage to those cobalt eyes Ryuko catches before Satsuki looks away, busies 
herself with adjusting her kimono and untying the sash against her stomach to finally free 
those guards. Part of her itches with apology, for pushing and wanting and needing— but she 
swallows it down forcibly, bites the inside of her lip in barely muted irritation. 


So close, she was so close her hands shake with it. 


Ryuko lets the silence and tension build, watching with a mix of frustration and yearning as 
Satsuki gathers her cuirass up with her abandoned gauntlets before stalking sharply towards a 
free display mount to precisely organize her equipment. 


Ryuko’s lips twist into an angry glower, eyes shifting away and wiry arms coming to cross 
over her tight and wild chest. 


There is something there— something in those steely eyes that looks suspiciously like 
affection and deeper still desire. She wonders why then Satsuki rebuffs her at every turn, why 
she is so adamant in saying nothing and doing even less. 


If this thing, this fragile and starved thing in her chest was reciprocated— 


Ryuko gets no further into those thoughts before a sharp pain ruptures against her sternum. 
She yowls in surprise and hurt as the wooden edge of a bokken bounces off her front and 
clatters loudly against the floor. Her hands instinctively go to nurse the red splotch of skin 
along her chest, a wrathful and bemused gaze landing on the other woman who stands there 
with another bokken in her hands. 


“Th’ fuck was that for?” 


Satsuki only vaguely looks up from her invested study of the katana-length tool she wields, 
and when she does it’s expressionless. Both daisho and shin guards are retired along with the 
rest of her armour, the simple under clothing now better fitted over herself, adjusted and tied 
properly to cover all of her skin once more. 


“T thought you said you wanted to spar?” The words aren’t nearly as monotone as she must 
plan for them to be, eyes riddled in condescension with the tug of a smirk along those full 
lips. 


So quick to divert, to work new angles and distract; Ryuko’s head spins. 
“Bitch,” she hisses, snatching the wooden sword off of the ground. 
The distraction works and she feels stupid for it. 


Despite the intoxicating desire for revenge that twists within her blood, Ryuko does not lunge 
forward; eyes keenly watching her quarry as that woman draws another bokken free of it’s 
stand and replaces the first one. 


This time Satsuki seems content with her choice, stepping away from the walls and toward 
the center of the room. The way she stands is disarming and commanding in equal measures, 
the arch of her back tantalizing and authoritative; willowy and muscled legs spread and that 
wooden blade extended downward like an extension of her arm. She’s all edges and longer 
lines, the tilt of her crown reading superior with eyes devoid of emotion. It’s an intimidation 
tactic, Ryuko knows, but still finds it so strange on this otherwise proper and orderly samurai. 


Varlet and narcissistic. 


It makes her seem far too vulnerable to attacks, loose and easy to topple, but Ryuko knows 
from raw and brutal experience her stance is a lie. Satsuki’s defense is nigh impenetrable, 
iron and indomitable; and with a well of patience that only increases her evident danger. 


Like any seasoned warrior— any proficient hunter, when Satsuki strikes her intent is final 
and her enemies are felled. 


Ryuko considers what it must be like to go against this woman earnestly, what it must be like 
as her enemy staring this vivid creature down with those fierce and keen eyes. She wonders if 
there is a moment of fearful realization just before death; a sickly dawning of understanding 
that they were entirely powerless before her— entirely beneath her. 


A shiver works along her spine, goosebumps blooming along her tanned flesh. Adrenaline 
makes a slave of her, the roar of her heart turning thunderous and frantic as she grips her 
bokken between her calloused and heated palms. There’s the beginnings of a smirk, a feral 
instinctive urge wearing her skin; she knows that sickly feeling of brutality is mirrored. 


Sastuki may be a master warrior, but Ryuko is a beast in her own right. 


Powerful legs tense before exploding with force, Ryuko’s frame bolting forward and erasing 
the distance between them in a single bound. The heavy blow she brings down is deflected, 
the solid thud of wood meeting wood— but she does not allow an opening, twisting her 
frame into another aggressive swing aimed for Satsuki’s exposed flank. 


This time Satsuki meets it head on, shifting her weight into the block before pushing back. 


Ryuko retreats before she can put more strength into the defense, knowing Satsuki’s footwork 
and weight distribution is a dangerous skill that more often than not has her on her ass and 
bruised. 


She doesn’t keep the distance however, fully exerting herself and offering swift and dense 
blows to that defense, watching as that sharp face blooms with frown and exertion. She 
knows her endurance outpaces that of Satsuki’s; abundant tenacity the key to her admittedly 
few and far victories. 


Ryuko also knows Satsuki is aware of this. 
After another furious exchange of blows she feints over extension, experiments with tactics. 


Within a heartbeat Satsuki’s eyes are dark and calculating things, and that powerful frame is 
shifting cleaning toward her with savage intent. The blow intended for her head barely 
whiffs, and Ryuko doesn’t have the spare moment to be agitated for that pointed aim before 
another slash has her in full defensive mode, blocking a vicious cleave she feels vibrate along 
her bones. The feint does not work as she thinks it should, Satsuki’s movements are still too 
controlled and precise to be taken advantage of— she guesses then that the bait has been seen 
for what it is. 


On the next menacing strike she intends to block, two things happen. The first is the large and 
entirely malicious grin that swallows Satsuki’s usually tamed expression, triumph rolling in 
her eyes. 


The second comes in the way of her bokken parting into two very distinct pieces. 


The shattered wood makes a snap of a noise, but it is swallowed by the wheezing hiss she 
spits; ribs singing painfully as Satsuki’s bokken slams and scores unforgivingly against her 
flank. She’s knocked rolling to the floor in the next moment, hands instinctively reaching to 
nurse her tender side with a growl catching in her throat. 


“Point.” 


When she finally blinks her eyes open, not realizing when it is she had even closed them, 
Satsuki is standing above her with a bokken pointed toward her throat. The mean curve of her 
lips is beyond self satisfied, the fire of her eyes mitigated only by the darker blue hue of 
them. Ryuko’s heart stutters for a trio of beats, and then she swallows the excitement in her 
gut to feed the righteous fury that eats at her. 


“You fuckin’ asshole,” she slurs past the pain throbbing along her entire side. “Did you give 
me a broken sword?” 


Satsuki’s face shifts impressively, looking like a fierce combination of offended and annoyed. 
“T am not that petty.” 


“Then how the hell’d ya break it?” 
“All of them are faulty in the same place. Whoever crafted them was impressively indolent.” 


Ryuko thinks back to the way Satsuki had looked at the swords and curses thickly under her 
breath— and then winces as the movement sends another pang along her side. 


Fucking observant bitch, she thinks with a muffled groan. 


“So you decided to break it?” her voice pitches some, fingers gently prodding along her ribs 
to assess the brunt of the damage. 


“I desired to see if it would be possible to fracture it; yes. You habitually put enough force 
into your blocks that it was easily exploitable, all I had to do was aim.” Satsuki removes the 
point of her bokken from Ryuko’s face, taking a step back. “It would be more accurate to say 
we broke it.” 


“Yer such a fuckin’ bitch,” Ryuko growls earning a scowl from her companion. “That point 
don’t count, swords ain’t supposed to break.” 


“And yet it did, the point is valid,” she argues with a frown. 

“Th’ fuck it is! You broke my sword!” 

“If I gave you the point instead, would you cease that detestable whining?” 
“I don’t need no fuckin’ pity points, Kiryuin.” 


“Considering you’re still sprawled on the ground, I beg to differ, Matoi.” 


Ryuko lets out a chorus of curses, the etched grimace of her face deepening before she pushes 
herself back to her feet. She’s in Satsuk1’s space in the next moment standing on the fronts of 
her feet to try and diminish some of that annoying height disparity, chest to chest as she 
glares up at her. 


“Get me a new sword, Eyebrows,” her voice is dangerously low. 
s EY 

“I will not.” 

“You broke mine, get me another.” 


Satsuki’s lip curls disdainfully, her voice venomous. “I’m not your servant, you’re more than 
capable of retrieving one yourself, you child.” 


Ryuko is undeterred, frame pressing forcibly against Satsuki’s sinewy one until their 
foreheads bash together; teeth baring with a snarl and a hiss. Her hands twitch wildly at her 
sides, the need to throttle and hit rolling along her knuckles. 


“T wouldn’t have to if you didn’t fuckin’ break mine!” 
“I am blameless for your family’s faulty weaponry.” 
“Why th’ hell do I even like you!” 


It comes out explosive and entirely unceremoniously, and it isn’t until Satsuki’s eyebrows 
incrementally raise a few degrees and her hiss falls silent that she realizes what it is she has 
said. She thanks the ire that already paints her face rose, and immediately removes herself 
from the situation by stomping over toward the display of bokkens; pointedly slamming a 
foot down on a half of her broken one. 


The annoyed and exasperated mumbling that slips between bared teeth and lips does not quiet 
even as she makes her hands busy with grabbing a new bokken. She eyes it carefully, looks 
for any of the deformities Satsuki mentioned, but finds nothing which only vexes her further. 
Stupid observant woman. Still, she cycles through a few more of them, more to give herself 
time to calm down and to at least look busy without being disturbed. 


Ryuko can be thankful for that at least. 


The final one she draws free and claims is a different shade to the rest, and she guesses it 
must be made out of red oak for the maroon undertone and hopes the difference in material 
absolves it of that abusable weak point. 


Knowing her luck though... 


When she turns back toward Satsuki she doesn’t make eye contact, rather she stomps back to 
the center of the room and readies her new bokken, angry breaths stolen between her grinding 
teeth. 


They begin anew in muted silence, circling around each other for several passes. 


Ryuko is unsurprisingly the one to end it, once more furiously dashing forward to begin the 
exchange of blows. This time she doesn’t let up, each swing of her sword echoed by a grunt 
or a growl until she begins to physically push Satsuki back with sheer overwhelming offense, 
begins to mar the smooth and dull edges of the bokkens with her barbaric swings. 


It feels gratifying; the powerful vibrations that shoot through her arms each time sword meets 
sword, the thundering howl of her chest, the laboured breaths and growls, the intense and 
focused gaze of Satsuki’s furrowed expression. 


Sweat begins to bead along their foreheads as the violent twist of bodies and exchanging of 
blows continues onward and onward, unrelenting and brutal. 


Confidence sparks and flames in Ryuko’s chest as Satsuki continues to only deflect and 
dodge, focusing entirely on trying to stabilize her footing in order to return fire. A few more 
moments, Ryuko thinks, and she will be able to throw her entirely off balance and score the 
first legitimate point of the game. 


And then things change, suddenly and violently. 


Ryuko lunges forward with all of her weight and robust strength into the next swing, foot 
coming down harshly onto the floor— or at least that is what should have happened. Instead 
Ryuko’s foot finds the smooth curve of loose wood and at once her balance is lost as her leg 
stretches out too far. 


She’s on the ground a breath after, disorientated and with another spattered and plum 
coloured bruise bubbling at the surface of her right bicep. 


When she blinks open her eyes again, bleary and somewhat dazzed, she comes face to face 
with the thing that slipped on— one half of her original and broken bokken. 


“Unreal,” she says in a voice equally hoarse and bewildered. 
“Point.” 


The glare of her gaze is stolen at that voice, vengeful eyes meeting that of Satsuki’s once 
more self assured face. Ryuko’s grip on her sword goes white knuckled. She wants to scream 
and thrash but knows if she does that mockery will certainly meet her, so she digs a canine 
into the inside of her mouth until taste explodes with copper. It distracts her enough to take in 
a weathered breath as a temporary salve to her frenzied nerves, pushing her hands against the 
floor in order to bring herself back to her feet. 


“Are you even trying, Matoi?” Satsuki asks sardonically, a bored expression painting her face 
despite the heavy rise and fall to her chest. 


It’s bait, gods above Ryuko knows its sole intent is to goad her, but in that moment she 
suddenly doesn’t care. 


The bokken in her hand is whipped towards Satsuki in a smooth motion, that violently 
spinning tool only deflected at the last possible second by a baffled Satsuki. 


It serves as the perfect distraction as Ryuko bodily launches herself at the taller woman, 
broad shoulder slamming into her core and gripping her about the waist. Satsuki has only a 
moment to squirm before Ryuko lifts that surprisingly dense woman clear of the floor and 
throws them both harshly back down. 


Ryuko feels that bound chest cave under the force, a rush of air from a winded gasp, and then 
they begin to struggle with each other. 


It isn’t a clean or pretty thing, a tangle of limbs and fists and Ryuko isn’t above digging her 
teeth into a bare shoulder when the opportunity arises nor is she too good to not pull her hair. 
Satsuki doesn’t swear outright, but she does let out dozens of cutting words that sound like 
curses before a fist collides with Ryuko’s thick skull. 


She blinks the blackness out of her eyes and struggles further, using her solid weight and 
shorter frame to her advantage in pinning the lean woman under her and keeping those hands 
trapped under her knees. For a moment all is still as they stop struggling, Ryuko perched atop 
her and glaring down with a cocksure grin; and then Satsuki’s forehead is violently cracking 
against her nose. 


Everything goes black again, tears springing instinctively in her eyes, and Ryuko struggles 
feverish and feral; twisting and squirming as Satsuki attempts to reverse their roles. 


The longer reach of the woman becomes her downfall as those larger hands crush hers 
against the matts, strong thighs pushing her frame into the floor until she finds herself 
entirely pinned; hips shifting helplessly in an attempt to buck Satsuki off of her. 


Her heart is a wild and incessant thing in her chest, her breathing laboured and mouth lax. 
The anger in her blood is cooling, but frustration still weaves between her ribs; brow 
furrowed thickly above her blazing eyes as her hands clench and unclench uselessly above 
her. 


Satsuki’s pale cheek adorns a few droplets of blood from Ryuko’s broken nose, her face lined 
with fury and something entirely raw as she leans over Ryuko. 


They say nothing for a long time, merely glaring while they let the anger begin to seep free of 
them with each rough draw for breath. 


Ryuko feels the grip on her wrists loosen some time later, but she keeps her hands resolutely 
where they are even as Satsuki releases her fully; long pale digits retreating to thumb the 
blood clear of a sharp cheekbone. Ryuko only watches, licking her chapped and split lips as 
Satsuki reaches up to undo her pulled and mussed top knot. Long black hair cascades in 
alluring waves, frames that gorgeous face in a way that has Ryuko’s chest hammering, 
suddenly hyper aware of where muscled thighs press and squeeze into her flanks and the 
weight atop her lap. 


“What an inappropriate use of a sword,” Satsuki says in a voice like smoke, still smoldering 
from that earlier irritation as she carefully combs through her hair with her fingers. 


Ryuko groans unconsciously, every nerve along her frame suddenly alight and buzzing. She 
digs the heels of her hands into her eyes to cover the intoxicating image of a disheveled 
Satsuki, an action that has a twinge of pain blossom across her face. 


“I think you broke my nose,” she rasps. 
“T have the perfect mould of your teeth in my shoulder, Ryuko.” Satsuki counters. 


Foolishly, Ryuko peeks open an eye to look. Satsuki’s kimono sits low on her shoulders once 
more - and she suspects the same of her own clothing - but that perfect skin where shoulder 
meets neck is marred by dozens of freshly dotted bruises. She can see the imprint of every 
one of her teeth and winces; an action that hides the shiver that curls low along her spine. 


“C’mere and Pll give ya ‘nother one,” her pitch comes out lower than she intends, the playful 
retort sounding almost guttural to her own ears. Ryuko swallows thickly, turning her head to 
the side to spit out some of the blood that quickly pools under her tongue once more. “Eugh, 
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my mouth’s bleedin’. 


Satsuki looks disgusted at the action, but still somehow asks without disdain entirely flooding 
her voice, “Are you alright?” 


Ryuko fully uncovers her face then and looks hard at the woman still perched low along her 
middle. Those cobalt eyes are stormy and dark, but the angular planes of her face seem softer 
somehow; inviting. Ryuko’s hands shift from above her head with a roll of her sore 
shoulders, settling back along the floor near her waist. She let’s a thumb twitch forward, 
making idle circles against Satsuki’s hakama covered knee. 


“Dunno, you?” 


Satsuki doesn’t flinch from the touch, acknowledging the wayward thumb with an inquisitive 
glance before meeting her gaze again. 


“Fine,” she agrees after a moment. 
Ryuko watches as those eyes narrow for a beat before coming to a decision. 
And then there are fingers in her hair. 


Ryuko makes a noise in the back of her throat at the affectionate burst of heat that ruptures 
her chest, unconsciously twisting into the touch as deft fingers card gently through her bangs 
and deeper into her wild mane. Instinctively her free hand reaches to wrap around the 
forearm over her face, uncertain and fluttering grip enough to cause Satsuki’s actions to 
pause. 


They share a look, and Ryuko isn’t sure what any of it means anymore. 


Satsuki resumes those coaxing actions when she makes no further move to stop her, keen 
nails faintly scraping against her scalp with that same undying focus she uses for any task. 


“That was very dysfunctional,” Satsuki announces at length. 


Ryuko thinks she means the fight, but thinks that seems rather applicable to them as a whole. 
“You’re an ass,” she supplies in turn. 


Satsuki’s fingers still then and Ryuko watches as those eyes shift away something almost 
guiltily, part of her wishing at once to take the words back if it meant more of that soothing 
touch against her admittedly aching head. 


Eventually though, she looks back, a sort of acceptance in her eyes. 


“PI agree that my handling of the situation was less than perfect,” she speaks with a hum as 
her hand draws back until her finger is twining the single strand of red in Ryuko’s hair. 


“What’re you doing?” she says quietly, afraid of shattering this moment; of never seeing this 
Satsuki again. 


Still, it must sound somewhat accusatory for the hand is immediately removed as Satsuki 
draws back into a seated position, the smooth plane of her face creased with ambivalence. 


When she speaks, her voice is a still and mellow thing, “Do you want me to stop?” 


She looks close to flight, so Ryuko instinctively moves; hands reaching out to the gentle 
curve of her waist to tug her back. As soon as she makes contact Satsuki’s eyes flare, her 
whole frame turning marble with tension and Ryuko’s hands shoot away like they’ve been 
burned. She places them between them in surrender, hoping the placating gesture is enough. 


“Fuck! ‘M sorry, no... II” She cuts herself off before she can keep rambling, the breath she 
draws between her frowning lips shaky. 


Satsuki gives her a discerning look for a long time before forcibly relaxing. 
“It’s fine. You just startled me.” 


Ryuko’s face twitches quizzically, voice pitched with nerves and confusion, “Which is crazy 
‘cuz I ain’t never been able to sneak up on ya before.” 


“Mm, this is a little different.” 


The words are punctuated as Satsuki’s hands reach out for hers; two fingers to each wrist and 
she’s carefully guiding them back towards her, coaxing them to settle soft along her hips. 
Ryuko needs no further encouragement, but still reigns herself in enough not to let her touch 
grow exploratory— ignores the excitement that springs from chest to vein. 


When that hand is in her hair again Ryuko’s lips purse, a thick crease forming between her 
brows. 


“This? Is this ‘duty’ to you too?” 


“No, or... Maybe you’re right, maybe they aren’t so different after all.” Satsuki’s chords 
strike a deep and yielding tone, those keen cobalt eyes muddied with some unnamable force. 


“Maybe they could be called devotion.” 


“Big words when you’re too afraid to kiss me,” Ryuko bites back defensively, suddenly 
aware of the thunder in her chest; aware of the ache that could follow. 


Satsuki remains quiet atop her for too long a time, and then those eyes trail lower to settle on 
Ryuko’s twitching mouth. 


“Does it not intimidate you that we are both women?” Satsuki asks carefully, returning the 
gaze that meets her. 


“No,” Ryuko manages quietly, gaze flicking to where her hands settle along the curve of 
powerful hips. Her fingers twitch before her gaze is climbing back up that sinewy and 
curving body to meet those eyes once more. “I mean, maybe a little bit but... I think I like 
that you’re a woman.” 


That earlier look blooms across Satsuki’s face then; resolve and will coalescing into steel 
once more. 


“I could kiss you, Ryuko— I will, if that’s what you want.” 
“I... And what d’you want, Satsuki?” 


“You, I believe, and I am terribly equipped to handle it.” Satsuki’s voice is not meek, not 
entirely, and Ryuko isn’t sure if it could ever be such a thing; but for the first time since she 
has spoken to this woman it wavers. It isn’t a command, it isn’t an announcement, and it rings 
only tentatively like Satsuki herself isn’t sure if what she is speaking is fathomable by any 
lengths. 


And then the words are registering like lightning along the gentle curve of her spine before 
branching out, before her chest is tight and she’s forgetting to breathe. 


The grip she has on that waist twitches with the desire to do something. 


Adrenaline has her moving before she can think, forcing her forward until her bloody and 
chapped lips are slipping eagerly against Satsuki’s plush mouth. She eagerly swallows that 
surprised gasp, the fluttering beat of her chest urging her forward and closer and— 


Ryuko's teeth knock painfully against Satsuki's, both heads snapping abruptly back at the 
sudden and uncomfortable feeling. 


She doesn’t even take in Satsuki’s expression before humiliation gnaws at her, has every inch 
of her flesh blister pink with embarrassment. 


She hurriedly covers her face and throws her head back in the same motion, startling herself 
as her skull impacts the mat with force enough to make her swear; which she finds all the 
more mortifying. The only upside for the moment - as she cradles the back of her skull, eyes 
tightly shut and the tear of her mouth a grimace - seems to be that there's no more room in her 
wiry frame for further shame. 


Finally given the chance she has been dreaming of for months, and she ruins it with her 
inelegance and frothing eagerness. 


“That was—” 

“Shh!” Ryuko’s voice 1s a step away from shrill as she begs, wanting at once to disappear. 
Her first kiss and— 

Someone had to have it out for her. 


“Ryuko,” Satsuki says in a voice she must think is encouraging but Ryuko stubbornly ignores 
it, listens to the trembling beat of her heart for a long moment instead. 


She feels like a coward and an asshole. 


It takes her longer than she’s willing to admit to peel her clammy hands free of her flushed 
face, to build up the confidence needed to make eye contact again, and when she does the 
flush returns with a vengeance. 


There is definitely a part of Satsuki that is visibly enjoying the way she is squirming, a part 
that is decidedly basking in her flustering ignorance. It is a dark and prying thing that flicks 
knowingly between her eyes, a thing that follows the flush that slips down her neck and 
between her robes. The smile that rounds that beautiful mouth is two parts inviting and three 
parts cruel and the heat that blossoms within Ryuko sits far lower than expected. 


Her mouth dries as Satsuki leans over her, and she’s certain she’s not breathing anymore as 
those eyes flick to her mouth— certain she will catch flame under that heated stare suddenly 
so molten she can’t imagine how once they were frigid and steel; how they will ever go back. 


“Meet me halfway,” Satsuki’s voice is firm again, that subtle ring of authority carried thickly 
in those husked and muted tones. 


Her stomach knots at once, a canine slipping free of her mouth to gnaw nervously on her 
bottom lip. She succumbs to the suggestion on the next thud of her chest. Her limbs feel 
leaden with tension, but she’s sure even if her strength was entirely robbed of her she would 
still manage to press her elbows into those matts to prop herself up. 


Anything to be closer to this perplexing and bewitching woman. 


“Don’t forget to breathe, Ryuko,” Satsuki murmurs in tease against her lips before drawing 
her in. 


Ryuko isn’t sure what to expect, but as those lips brush against hers all she can think of is 
how incredibly tender this is— how soft Satsuki is being. A woman borne of steel with kisses 
like velvet. 


It doesn’t take long for Ryuko’s eyes to flutter closed, to have the beat of her chest ache with 
adoration and affection at once; to have her frame basking in a too lulling heat. The kiss is a 
slow turning thing, a careful and practiced exploration that Ryuko follows after with ardor 


and passion and zeal; nudges those parting lips closer to her own with a silent gasp. It ends as 
leisurely as it began, Satsuki’s lips turning featherlight before a simple peck finds its way to 
the corner of Ryuko’s stupidly smiling mouth. 


The inhale she takes quakes, the rise and fall of her chest noticeable as goosebumps blossom 
into great fields across her raw frame. Her eyes part gently, gaze flickering up from under 
long lashes to meet that divine face with nothing but fondness. Surprisingly Satsuki does not 
tease her for any of this, surprisingly those lidded and dark eyes hold endearment. 


A calloused hand slides feather light along Ryuko’s jaw before cupping her cheek. 


She wants to say something, anything; she feels it like an errant buzz in her chest and 
stomach, choking her bobbing throat with a tempestuous truth that is entirely unwieldy to her 
crude tongue— but Satsuki silences it all with another silken kiss. 


It is just as tentative as the one before, just as wondrous and burning, soothed only by the 
languid swipes of a cool thumb across her cheek. 


It feels perfect, she thinks, the way their mouths fit together; the way Satsuki’s muscular 
frame is settled against her, the way she feels those little puffs of air along her suddenly 
sensitive lips. It’s perfect but somehow not enough. She shifts her weight onto one elbow, 
needily reaching out with a hand to touch; to softly score fingers along neck and nape, to map 
out the sharp plane of cheeks and jaw, to draw her in closer and closer still. 


Satsuki purrs into her mouth and Ryuko gets lost in those sultry lips and rolling movements, 
hopelessly adrift in this timeless and endless moment. 


When she goes to pull back to feed her starved lungs, she feels something warm along her 
mouth; watches as that pink muscle disappears between smirking lips. 


On the next kiss Satsuki makes good on the unspoken promise, those slender and deft fingers 
adjusting to the back of her head; sharp nails teasing against her nape in a way that has Ryuko 
gasp. The next moment Satsuki’s tongue is meeting hers for an electrifying moment, slipping 
over teeth and licking into her mouth with an unhurried possessiveness she feels ignite 
something thirsting and wanton in her gut. 


The first noise she makes is a groan swallowed between those pretty lips as Satsuki kisses her 
deeper; leisurely and fevered and ever careful, tender bites laid out along mouth and jaw. Her 
free hand fists into that ruffled kimono, muscles quivering as a delirious need makes itself 
known between thighs. 


The second noise is a watery and broken thing that frees itself between their mouths with an 
unconscious and instinctive twitch of her hips, “Satsuki—” 


“K oichiro-sama—” 


Ryuko starts at that foreign voice, unhooking herself from Satsuki as much as she can with 
the woman still straddled atop her lap. Her wild eyes shoot to where that blue haired shinobi 


kneels by the wall of shoji with that strange salute half completed, a confused twitch to his 
eyes and mask-covered mouth. 


Anxiety dances in her stomach, fear of a ruined secret; a destroyed image. 


She looks back to Satsuki to see the furious cut of her frown, the baleful and narrowed look 
in her eyes entirely draconian; erased cleanly from her face is any semblance of that earlier 
coaxing heat and replaced entirely with cruelty. She rises from her knees in a fluid and 
threatening motion, deft fingers swiftly adjusting and closing her kimono in pointed and 
practiced moves. 


At once she looks possessed, ruthless and despotic; makes entirely good on the Kiryuin 
name. 


“Were my orders at all unclear?” The bite to her voice is brutal and merciless, raw authority 
echoing in those powerful chords enough so to have Ryuko pinned. 


The shinobi for his part bows deeper, completely forgoing his attempted salute to press his 
forehead directly to the matts apologetically. 


“They were not, Koichiro-sama!” He yells into the matts at a scorned volume, submission 
bleeding off of him in great waves. “I beg your forgiveness for my unwarranted intrusion, but 
I bear urgent news you must heed.” 


Ryuko’s heart still hammers in her chest as she looks to Satsuki with a nervous furrow of her 
brows, pointedly glancing between her and the shinobi. Somehow Satsuki understands, 
shakes her head. 


“He is already aware of my true identity,” her voice tempers some before she turns back to 
the bowed man as he composes himself. “/numuta.” 


“Privately, it is a sensitive matter.” 

Those emerald eyes bore pointedly into her, and Ryuko glares steadily back with a scowl. 
Satsuki prompts him to continue with an arch of a single brow. 

Reluctantly, he only says one word in a voice like a knell. 


“Harime.” 


End Notes 


Thank you for reading! I hope you will enjoy this story as it unravels. I will hopefully be 
updating this fic once a month until we reach the climax. 


You can find me on twitter at https://twitter.com/bereft VIGIL for updates, previews, and 
wips! 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


